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Introduction

• Effective health messaging has been important throughout the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Finset et al., 2020). 

• However, stakeholders have struggled to communicate complex 
public health information to the public (Sauer et al., 2021). 

• Cultural and health care access differences between rural and urban 
populations further compound difficulties (Prusaczyk, 2021). 



Phase I



Phase I Timeline

• Researched over 60 existing COVID-19 
public health messagesJuly – August 2020

• Mixed methods surveys on a video 
conferencing platform with urban and rural 
samples

November 2020 –
March 2021

• Inductive thematic analysis of qualitative dataMarch 2021



Urban 
sample: St. 
Louis Metro 

Region

Rural sample: 
Southeast 
Missouri 

“Bootheel”



Methods: Message Set 1



Methods: Message Set 2



Participant Characteristics 

• 67 participants
– St. Louis

• Public: 27; Providers: 9 
– Bootheel

• Public: 31
• About half of participants     

self-identified as Black
– St. Louis

• Public: 55%; Providers: 67% 
– Bootheel

• Public: 42%

• Mean age was in 30s
– St. Louis

• Public: 38 years; Providers: 35 years 
– Bootheel

• Public: 30 years

• Health Literacy Score*
– St. Louis Public: 14.5
– Bootheel Public: 14.2

*Calgary Charter on Health Literacy Scale, 5 questions on a scale from 1-4, range 
from 5-20. Higher scores = higher health literacy, we did not collect for providers



Phase I Results: Common Themes

Main COVID-19 protocols in messages

Desire for personal choice

Clear and easily accessible source

1. 

what about washing 
hands, other preventive 
messages - should be 
part of every message 

(P14; 1B; STL)

This isn't telling people what 
to do; it just tells them about 

the risk…it allows me to make 
the decision for myself (P205; 

1B; Bootheel) 

[it’s missing] maybe the 
CDC website or 

something… I don't know 
who this is coming from. 

(P23; 1B; STL)

2. 

3. 



Phase I Results
• Common themes but no qualitative differences between the St. Louis Region and 

the Bootheel

• Participants across groups made suggestions that aligned with health literacy

• Healthcare professionals specifically referenced “literacy” or “health literacy”

• Using clear language and positive emotional appeal

• Ensuring that the most important images stand out 

• Avoiding cluttered layouts

• Using colors to attract viewer’s attention 

• Including images that represent diverse groups (e.g. race, age, ethnicity, families)



Phase II



Phase II Timeline

• Created 3 new message sets based on 
Phase I results from open-ended questions 
and current CDC guidelines

March – June 2021

• Re-contacted participants for a short survey 
on new messagesJune - July 2021



Message Set 1: Safe Summer Activities 

Questions in 
plain language 

for personal 
choice

Main COVID-19 
protocols 

Source 
information

Imagery 
representing  

diverse groups 
and activities



Message Set 2: Post-Vaccination 

Concise 
text

Main COVID-19 
protocol



Message Set 3: Post-Vaccination Activities

Positive emotional 
appeal

Clear, simple 
imagery

Eye-catching colors 



Phase II Results 

I think they get the point across about 
having fun while also being safe. The 

colors were bright & vibrant…(P131, STL) 

• 83.1% completion rate

• Overwhelmingly positive response, and the vast majority of participants agreed 
that we incorporated their feedback into the designs.

I think the creators used my 
ideas…because they used 

words that are understood by 
the general public… (P270, 

Bootheel)



Phase II Results: Common Themes

The text was clear and easy to understand

“Bright," "eye-catching," and "attractive“ 
colors 

Images conveyed the most important 
messages

Positive emotional appeal

1. 

The words are short and 
precise, to the point,(P211, 

Bootheel)

They use[d]…bright 
colors to catch readers 
attention (P155, Healthcare 

professional)

2. 

3. 

By just a quick glance 
I'm able to understand 

[the] message (P43, 
Bootheel) 

There is hope and 
fun…all the great 

things we can do once 
we are vaccinated 

shines (P23, STL)

4. 



Lessons Learned

• Limit health messages to the most important takeaways. 

• Images should directly reinforce and enhance the text.

• People wanted trusted and verifiable sources with every message. 

• Regional differences in this context may be less important than we 
hypothesized. 

• High response rate for Phase II indicates promise for community 
engagement. 



Checklist for New 
COVID-19 Messages

Concise information in plain language

Terms that readers are familiar with 
(e.g. “mask” instead of “face covering”)

Images that clearly reinforce the text

Realistic images that portray diversity 
(e.g. age, race, gender)

Bright, vibrant colors

[nothing]

Sufficiently spaced out elements

Main ideas placed in the top or top left

Trusted source with contact information

One or two main points per message

Positive emotional appeal

Im
ag

e
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xt
C
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